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Prayer: Let the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in thy sight, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. – Psalm 19:14
 
 
Today is a day for matters of the heart. There has been a heaviness in the air this week. We have felt sad and distressed by our country’s attack---invasion---of Iraq. 
 
The questions swarm around us. How many innocent people will die? How do we move ahead with life when we are burdened with grief? What does this war do to the long-term character of our nation? How do we carry this nagging heaviness? What do we do with the anger and distress we feel over the untold misery and suffering? Every major religious group in this country has gone on record opposing this war—with only one exception, the Southern Baptist Convention. 
 
How do we handle all the emotions that stir inside us? We turn to our faith, our Scriptures, and to each other in this covenant community. When we face this kind of crisis, none of us needs to be alone. We need to lean on each other. We need to help each other cope. We need to borrow from each other’s faith. 
 
In a time like this we go through grief stages. We can be numb with the 
pain and shock; deny it and go shopping. We can feel spiritually off center, disconnected from God. We can feel angry and discouraged. How do we find our way now?
 
During Lent we’ve been inviting each other to turn to the Psalms. With all the emotion of recent weeks, some of us have gone back to spend time with the lament psalms: “How long, O Lord, must I bear pain and sorrow in my soul?’ (Ps. 13:1) “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Ps. 22:1) “Why are you cast down, O my soul?” (Ps. 42:11a) “My tears have been my food day and night.” (Ps. 42: 3a)
 
These lament psalms give vent to our distress and discontent. They express our resignation and near-despair. These laments give us permission to get out the pain—catharsis! “I am full of troubles…I cry out in the night to you… I am in the depths of the pit.” (Psalm 88) These psalms graphically describe our anguish, but then they will shift from agony to trust, from pain to praise. “Hope in God, for I shall again praise God.” (Psalm 42:5b) “I have trusted in your steadfast love…I will sing to the Lord, because God has dealt bountifully with me.” (Ps. 13:5-6).
 
The psalmist reaches this affirmation through adversity. The Psalms teach us to bring our agonies before God, to move through the pit to the wing. “O that I had wings like a dove.” (Ps. 55:6) 
 
But this week we have been dropped into the pit, the place of pain, grief, despair. Sometimes we have to stay in the place of pain, not avoiding it, but to let it deepen, so we can learn what God is teaching us 
 
The old hymn says, “When through fiery trials thy pathway shall lie, my grace all sufficient shall be thy supply.” 
 
Grief seems to be our common ground now. Grief brings us together. Even before this war, many of us have found common ground in grieving. We grieve for loved ones who died. We grieve for family members and friends. We grieve for significant people we’ve lost. 
 
Some of us have been grieving recently over the death of Fred Rogers. Who was he? He was a simple, honest man who for 30 years was “Mr. Rogers” on the children’s TV show. Some of us made fun of Mr. Rogers and his homey ways, his plain way of talking, his sweater and sneakers. He was not an actor, he was himself. But how many children have we seen pull their little rocking chairs three feet in front of the TV as Mr. Rogers spoke directly to them, “I like you just like you are.” 
 
Our Watts Street deacons paused at their meeting this week as Kathy Davis helped us to reflect on Mr. Rogers’ life and legacy. In an interview a few years ago, Fred Rogers told of receiving letters from many people through the years. One of those letters came from a young woman, who said, “I grew up with daily abuse from my parents. I suffered from the words and from the physical beatings I received.” “But,” she wrote, “There was a little room in the back of the house where there was a TV. On many days I slipped in there by myself to watch Mr. Rogers.” She wrote, “When I heard you say to me, ‘I like you just like you are,’ I believed you. I trusted you. I didn’t even like myself, and my parents didn’t seem to like me. But I believed you. You got me through a painful time in my life.” 
 
Fred Rogers said, “That was beyond my control. I didn’t do that. When it’s possible to reach out across TV to meet someone’s need, that’s a sacred wonder. That was holy ground.” (from interview with John Donvant)
 
In the distressing times of our life, God does not give up on us. 
God comes after us, sometimes through a homey looking man on a television screen. God may reach out to us through a least likely person, or even through unlikely words from a psalm. What we receive then are not ideas about God, but a direct experience of God. Through the TV, or the psalm or the words of a friend, God speaks directly to us, loving us, caring for us, calling to us. It’s a matter of the heart. 
 
The Psalms invite us to open our hearts. We can see this happening in Psalm 19, which Phyllis Randall reflected on today. Psalm 19 starts with a wide angle lens, surveying the whole creation. “The heavens declare the glory of God.” The lens then moves closer in to the revelation of God in scripture: “The law of the Lord is perfect…The command of the Lord is clear.” (v. 8-9) Then the lens moves closer again, to focus on the mystery of God working in the heart of the believer. (vv. 11-15) “May the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be acceptable to you, O God.” (v. 15) (See Fred Craddock, Christian Century, “Living by the Word,” March 8, 2003)
 
The Psalmist is inviting us to a heart process of movement to God. We are offering praise to God for the creation, then listening to God in the Scripture, then opening one’s own heart to God. “Let the meditations of our hearts be acceptable.”
 
The heart is the inner center, the core, of the person. The heart is the place where we are affected, changed, transformed. “Meditations of our heart” refers then to the inner recesses of who we are. We know we can fake it on the outside; we know how to look good and sound good. But here we are opening our inner self to God. Can we let God’s word speak directly to us, until it moves from our head to the heart, where we open our hearts to God, to God’s people, and to the needs of the world?
 
This week we may have opened our hearts some, to feel the pain and agony of a war. Some of us deplore this war as unnecessary and unfortunate. Some of us have opened our hearts and now are waiting for more waves of pain and weeping to sweep over us. Some of us weep for our nation, for fear of what we are becoming, as our country looks more and more like an empire, a military superpower that can at will go crush any other government that we may not like. Is this the kind of people we want our nation to be?
 
We cry out in pain. We cry out in frustration. Our hearts begin to ache. And we pray, “May the meditations of our hearts be acceptable.”
 
May we risk opening our heart, allowing ourselves to feel, to be sensitive, to be affected. When our heart is opened, then we can allow our heart to be stirred. Then we have the chance really to hear the gospel: You are loved. (“I like you just as you are.”) You are forgiven. You are free to make a new beginning. You are called to announce God’s reign in a time of agony.
 
God says to each of us: I love you and I free you. Go and be the open-hearted person I created you to be.
 
Go, be the open-hearted church I created you to be. Go, be the open-hearted nation I created you to be.
 
Go and never forget that our prayer keeps rippling through the whole creation, to Scripture, and to our heart. And the ripple continues from the heart to Scripture and to the whole creation.
 
God, accept our pain this week. Accept our fumbling efforts to stay close to you. Accept our longing to serve you and please you. Accept our need for repentance. 
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